Serampore Convocation Address 1992 

TRUTH BEYOND WORDS 

(Metropolitan Paulos Mar Gregorios) 


For a humble alumnus of the Senate c5.Serampore, it is a special 
honour to be asked to deliver the Convocation Address to the graduating 
students present. Permit me this time to^ddress not only the students, 
but also the theological educators. I am grateful for the privilege. 


Let me begin with the question: what is the task which we have 
assigned ourselves as a theological education and ministerial training 
commumty forlndia-and'neighbouring'countries? Are Yrs*tempted 
to imitate secular universities or theological institutions of the west, 
imitate their curriculum and methods, and depend primarily on their 

“T* *, t fn nufirirr 'n n nnr foet/ 9 f . . 


recognition; rather than focusing on our t 


task? 


■.fcu-ij 'understand ’our' task m^the-'Serampore community as primarily 

“seminariar, rather than academic. What does “serainarial” mean? 
It comes from Latin seminarium which literally means a “seed-bed”, 
which is a well watered and fertilised plot of land where young saplings 
arc nurtured for transplantation to the field where they would eventually 
w and bear fruit. If the'Serampore community fails to nurture 
and supply young sprouted seedlings for the churches to sow in the 
field which is the world, then Serampore is failing in its task. 


• t cannot, of course,' regard ‘'the Serampore community as the 
church which does the actual plan'ikg. I am not even sure that the 
Serampore community can decide on .its own what kind of seedlings 
or saplings it would supply to the churches. They p^r^at best engage 
in a discussion with the churches as to what kind of products they 
expect That discussion was started once, but seems to have fallen 
by the wayside, and the Senate may be making decisions in isolation 







from what the churches think they need. The time has come for 
Serampore to take the initiative for the churches recommencing the 
discussion among themselves as to what kind of trained people they 

What I have to say here is not meant as an alternative for the 
discussion among the churches, I am only expressing a persona! view, 
something I wish for my own seminary as for other colleges. I fullv 

. the pnnc .! p , lc that our theological colleges have a double 
resppnsibilUv: first^to undertake the formation of good ministerial 
qanjdates and second to enable the ministry of the whole church 

“ tasks in min'd"that I suggest 

three central points we need to keep in mind/ J ::: 
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griinirni SECULAR CULTURE 

, h t . , „ ' — ;ilJd , komittL 

o^iqrrraJ ow F tonlnm- ?r;r;jod;L:. r h r . .. \ n 

.ittJ about jSecuiarisatlon and - the 

V Harvey Cox (The; Secular 
City), TTieodor Van Lceuwen (Christianity i„ World History), Bishop 
Robinson (Honest to God), Gabie Vahanian,‘Aite and'a hoki 
?$S£. s .r. ?, e Pi n ?S;?LSfr8* : a, | ijtQ i g^xipunce mid celebrate the death qf God, 
*^li;SSW 1Ip §J?| i a§^5f‘ s ^£ p J. i i r ii l iVJ i anity>.and humanity’s giorious entering 
(Pec.tfMbR? 1 njnQay. : ofyth&jjeacf father 7 God. jsimpie be^iidered 

People.lfehe presen^^peake^f^ho couldn't locate‘ihe 'body of 
PiRP9!5hfeVnSt?f his death',; questioned concepts 
Wf ^oyersibilitypf.dhe pqccess pf secularisation, and ideologies 
about tf) eecu (at,- cuj tprc, jja t her than, the church being now the agent 
of evangelisation., ^j^-} 2 j 31 oqm;n 2 ? r~.m ■ . v1 


vdl I i; ^mber 0 that If eyea T i jfe 197^ fe ard. Theological Quarterly 
could ,flOt publish my Dudley Lecturc.at'Han-ard where I had argued 
that,secularisation.copies,in ; periodic waves and was already receding 
ai that time. I still believe that y/here.religion gets too much political 
power,and.inevitably.misuses it, secularisation as a process was bound 
to .set in,,J^iplJhaj.il.would recede.when the secular way of Life proves 
lp, pe ( fplljpf,own kind of.problems._ 
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Ours is such a time. Die secular world view neither makes ' 
intellectual sense, nor is it capable of sustaining a viable way. of 
life. Generations may persist in the fond belief that the secular is 
a rational view; there is however no rational way of showing that 

the world open to our senses and scientific instruments is the onlv 
world that exists. 


.. ..We live, today in a globally expanding western civilisation that 
was born in the European Enlightenment of the 1 7th and ISth centuries 
and .its uncritical reliance on critical rationality as the way to all truth. 

• : JQ !"> ft’IoijLilftLM jA r;.j yj . 

We ho!d as a .noble principle, the “separation” of religion- 
politics, as if. they can in fact be.kept in watertight companments 
We fool ourselves by thinking that, by legislation we can accomplish 
that,,separation. We..embrace, as lofty, principles of democracy the 
silly and impractical notions of as.eciila^s tate,,jeculai; academy, secular 
education,,secular medicine and,secular.morality, I,do not have the 
time : here ; to show .you -.by critical rational .methods how -irrational 
and inconsistent. ; these jdeas a^j^will .only, point put that by these 
principles and notions we have ,sought .'to drive-.put ; any . reference 
to the transcendent in our concepts of justice and our constructions 
of political -economyyjjfts-i lon esob ri ~ i;!v/ , ,,, , 

Oitinim ».u fniul o; rimufn arft rfari romma mo Y 

t-jdi.We have.sought to driye.put any. reference jo the transcendent 
in .our great .knowledge-gathering, : .knowledge-disseminating and 
knowledge-utilizingnoperations,!-j;j:e. v/ in ...our science/technology 
university, educational and research systems. We have tried to follow 
a system of medicine and healing independent of. all reference to 
the transcendent, and now our doctors and hospitals cause more disease 
than they-manage to heaL We have long before announcing the deaih 
of God, violently entered into, our God-given patrimony and madly 
begun pillaging, .plundering, ravaging and fouling the earth and sky 
And we suffer--suffer the torments of a love-less hell, an unlivablv 
fouled earth, a .culture of persist, militarism, violence, “Crime and 













icrrorism, world secures of blatant and largely unquestioned 

n-justice, explanation and oppression, a world of war and pestilence 
starvation and famine. 


Is Ores the world we bargained for? Is this the world we want 

ZL'T,T T ° f T Chl,rch 31 ,hiS j“”«nre of hnntan 

hKtory ,s to make people see how rotten the foundations of our 

r„d, r°; are ' and 10 beEin ,o ^ ^ -<** sa„ e 

oundattons for the new civilisation which mus, soon come if we 

cumcu urn e M ^ f ° r us loda >' is . Doe* the Serampore 

urncu um enable our colleges to reflect on the foundations of our 

? t,U “ °" r - V0 “" £ candidates can see 

It is no s S hC [ 0unlta " c> " al “““mplions of our civilisations are? 
s no use preaching a simple political morality, or to keep on asking 

of our orLT'a 1 "" 1 ' s' in,e8ril y of ““'ion within the framework 
Tomer c^s i '™oke-s,ack civilisation' as Alvin 

peace no h 1 7 er P 0, ' I ' ca ' morality nor justice, neither a lasting 

foundations'0/ ' y . e ” vu ’ onment > be established on the existing 
pseudo t* our ctvtltsaiions, built on a secular, non-transccndent, 
pseudo-rational perception of reality. -■ 


t eology of liberation which does not reflect on the foundational 
sumptions of our life cannot help the church to fulfil its ministry 
in t e ewildered world of today. There is a fundamental conflict 
etwi_en the faith of the Christian Church and the faith of our 
contemporary culture. Unless we tackle this conflict, any attempt on 
the part of Christians to domesticate ourselves within this culture 
could amount to the betrayal of the faith itself. 


Such reflection calls for a bringing together of western intellectual 
experience, our own political experience in the kind of state we have 
created, the Indian heritage mainly in the Mahabharata and the 
dharmasastras, and an ' acute, deep and competent 
philosophical-theological analysis. We cannot choose between the 
iiltematives ot Savarkaris Hindu Nationalist perception of India's future 
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, 1 oiuv oena and ^ 

T the Nehruvian vision of a democratic socialise f„ ^ “ *“'* 
shaped by ,he principies of wesiem libendism on me otterN ^ 

Tiud^ N '° S ” CCUD,b IO ,he Ma ™° t ""’ ia " version of th^ew o T 

m India. Nor we need to abandon totally the Marxist vi«- ° rder 
has been temporarily discredited. We need'something 
best m these visions and goes deeper into our own heritage of Buddha's^* 6 
Jainism, hmdmsm at its best,, as well as our heritage from ri ■ 
und Wes, Asia, and indeed, our Adivasi euliurc ? cLo To d 
than dial in this brief Convocation address exceot lo suf n, ^ 
mns, ,o,ally abjure ihe secular world view! and avord 

and cT ‘°^ " arr °' V parochia “ y "‘‘"'onai terms. Our semenaries 
and c^leges and dre refore Serampore, have . responsibiliiy herTlo 




H. PERSONAND COMMUNITY AS SEED-BED 

But is theology the answer? We preachers and*theologians are 
pro essiona word-spinners and word-mongers. It is difficult for us 
to grasp the extent to which we have inteilectualised and thereby 

Tola T think SOftiething ^ and broS; 

cal led theology, with so many branches and subjects is the iob nf 

and T””?' "T k ,h,! ex P ressi <""' " theological college” 

and Iheologrcal seminary” should be banished f rom „ ur vocabulary 

neon! r “7 fui ’ dim,en,an >' ">»l«iding. A college is a place where 
people live together, and I am not sure how Ihe adjeclive 'theological' 
could qualify .ha, community. Neidter can 1 see how a 
which means a seed-bed, can be qualified by that adjeclive. 

. Unless wc arc prepared to go back lo the original meaning „r 
thcologia, m .he words which the Roman Caiholic prTes, Yves CoLr 
uses Isee his ari.cle on Theology in die Encyclopaedia of Re,i gion| 
tor descnbmg the Eastern Orthodox understanding of theology ”, 

,s no, a simple inieilectual exercise bu, a call to live in a pereona 
way Ihe truth revealed by Jesus Chris, and proclaimed in the faith 


5 










0 


.pt the Orthodox Church, which draws its life and inspiration from 
the Holy Spins. Theoretical knowledge must be integrated with life 
experience and with prayer that is practiced as part of the church 
community and its liturgical celebration/ 1 


The Eastern C hristian tradition sees theology as a process a wav 
of l ife, raising the Christian to the God^Lcn image of man expressed 
5 Christ incarnate, by^the powe r of the Holv Spirit in the 
euchaFi Stic-episcopal community of faith . Intellectual 
only an ancillary role in this process. It is the life and experience 
of the community that is primary. That community has two special 
marks: living by the Body and Blood of the Lord 'jesus Christ and 
keeping alive the Apostolic Tradition by the historic and universal 
episcopate. Where these marks are faint, the Christian ministry in 
the world is bound to be defective. 


Whul is primary for a proper programme for our Seminaries and 
colleges is not theology as such, but intensified ministerial formation 
through life m the euchanstic community. A Serampore curriculum 
makes little sense to me if it simply prescribes courses of academic 
study and then adds a few ‘‘practical*’ experience programmes. Both 
theological and other study is indeed necessary, and practical experience 
is indeed essential. Bui without putting both in the context of a 
eucharistic-apostoiic worshipping community living in accordance with 
a discipline, these two can only create a bunch of talkative activists 
as they are now doing. ■' * 


Jesus Christ incarnate is not just a topj c or a form Qf WQrds 
or discourse. He is a living person whose Body is the euchanstic 
community. The Truth, God in Christ creating and reconciling the 
universe to Himself, is not a science or ideology. It is a living truth 
to be personally experienced in the life of the worshipping, lovhw 
and serving community. I think it is time that the Senate and Board 
began some reflections on what this means and implies for our 
curriculum. 1 can not say more than that in this brief Convocation 
address. 
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[II. IDENTIFYING WITH THE WORLD WHICH CHRIST LOVED, 


When the eucharistic-episcopal community lives in isolation from 
the rest of the world, the community soon becomes inauthentic. This 
is what has already happened to many Eastern Orthodox communities 
all over the world. Christ loved the world and gave himself for the 
life of the world. I think il is important to remember that Christ 
did not die just for Christians, nor even just for all human beings, 
L is the world that He has redeemed, not just individual men and 
women, ‘"God so loved the world.” He is the Saviour of the World. 

The Orthodox theoretically recognise this in their liturgy* when 
they say/ before communion: lA TIie One Holy Father, Who by His 
grace, shaped this world, is with us; the One Holy Son, who redeemed 
it by the precious passions of His body, is with us; with us Is the 
One Living Holy Spirit, the Perfecter and Completor of all that is 
and is to be/ 1 It is the world which God created and which he 

through the Son and Holy Spirit; redeems and perfects. 

ijTkyini Dfli* C-r; m; 0;/ro nrncL %:j «..* r\_. 

It would be a funny situation indeed if Christ loves the world, 
and His Body, the Church takes an indifferent attitude towards that 
same world. It is because Christ loved the world and gave himself 
for it, that I am also concerned for the peace of that world, for 
justice among the persons and communities of that world, and for 
a healthy environment for ail living beings in that world. 

It is this love for the world that should drive us to reflect deeper 
on what ails the world, on how a new and less dehumanizing civilisation 
can be generated in that world, how the religions, instead of fighting 
each other, can cooperate for the welfare of all humanity, on why 
the civilisation created by the European Enlightenment and spreading 
ail over the world should be called in question and alternates sought, 
and so on. The conventional Marxist analysis of what is wrong with 
the world seems to have been at least temporarily discredited. We 
need a fresh vision and a fresh pattern for active pioneering. 
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Unfortunately our secular universities do not help us very much 
with this task, since the universities are themselves a part of that 
civilisation. Is the Seramporc establishment capable of sufficient 
detachment from that civilisation to initiate such a process of deep 
reflection in which our students can lake an active part? J (cave 
that question with you. 

But reflection is not sufficient by itself. Unless reflection leads 
to some pioneering in the area of alternate styles or ways of community 
life, integrating the eucharistic-apostolic with the political-economic 
our preaching about civilisation will certainly sound hollow. If theology 
and ministerial formation does not develop pioneering patterns for 
human community life, its relevance can only be doubtful. That is 
a big challenge for Serampore. 

■ TO CONCLUDE 


I have simply pointed out three areas in which the Senate of 
Serampore College ought to be doing some intense and informed 
reflection: the foundations of modem civilisations and thought and 
the assumptions of our secular culture; the'overintellectualisation of 
our curriculum; and the need for greater identification with all the 
struggles and strivings of our world, in a fully eucharistic-apostolic 
community pioneering in the area of political economy. May the H 1 
Spirit lead us in that task. 


To you, graduating students, let me wish you a fruitful ministry' 
in the vineyard of the Lord, which is the whole world. May the Hoi - 
spirit guide you into all wisdom and make you instruments and anents 
of His work. May Christ’s blessing abide upon you all and on Christ’ 
Church as we fulfil Christ’s ministry in this world. God bless you 
graduating students as you go into that ministry. 
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